The Labour Movement,
1870-1914

THE REFORM BILLS; as we call them, of 1867 and 1885 had given
the vote to the poorer classes of the community, and as these
classes make up the majority it followed that henceforth they
would decide who should govern the country and what sort of
policy should be pursued. But would these newly enfranchised
voters be content with the old gentlemanly parties and the
alternative policies they offered? or would they create a new
party, led by members of their own class, and would it pursue
an altogether new kind of policy, socialism for example? The
purpose of this chapter is to find answers to these questions, so
far as answers were provided in the period before the first great
war. It is convenient to start with the trade unions, because
these were the most effective working-class organization at the
time.

Trade Unions. A trade union is a combination of wage-
earners for defence against their employer. The employer
naturally wants to get his work done as cheaply as possible; the
purpose of the trade union is to insist on the best wages they
can screw out of the employer. The members3 subscriptions are
used to finance the workers during a strike, and also for various
other purposes. Trade unions had been legalized by an Act of
1824, but in 1870 their membership was confined to what was
called 'the aristocracy of Labour', groups of highly skilled
workers, such as engineers, or shoemakers. There was in those
days a wide gap between the skilled and the unskilled worker,
small bodies of highly skilled craftsmen on the one hand and
the great mass of unskilled labour, unorganized and uneducated,
living under conditions that would be regarded as intolerable
to-day. Trade unionism covered in the main only the former of
these classes up to 1890.
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